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This study investigates the relationship between body boundary awareness, trauma 
and loss experiences, and point of view in the recall of everyday memories and 
dreams. Trauma and loss experiences, and a field perspective were predictive of body 
boundary imagery in narratives of nocturnal dreams, but not narratives of everyday 
memories. 
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Body boundary imagery and point of view in narratives of 
everyday memories and nocturnal dreams 
 
Abstract 
The concept of ‘body boundary awareness’ has been assessed in a wide scope of 
empirical research demonstrating that individuals vary in their awareness of their skin 
boundaries. Based on a series of experimental studies, Fisher and Cleveland (1958) 
proposed a content-analysis scoring system of body boundary awareness obtained 
from verbal responses of Rorschach inkblot tests by measuring barrier imagery (i.e., 
body boundary definiteness) and penetration imagery (i.e., body boundary 
permeability).   
 In particular, psychoanalytical theory associates body boundary awareness 
with the experience of trauma and losses that are not successfully mourned and thus 
not coherently integrated within a person’s self-concept (e.g., Hopper, 2003; Winnicott 
et al., 1984). An individual then develops a distorted body boundary schema that is 
expressed through dysfunctional intersocial behaviour. In contrast, cognitive 
psychology emphasizes that traumatic experiences influence the choice of perspective 
(i.e., a field perspective and an observer perspective) in the recall of autobiographical 
experiences (e.g., Nigro & Neisser, 1983). Hence, the observer perspective has been 
associated with the process of self-reflection, so-called ‘mentalisation’, which may be 
dysfunctional in cases involving psychopathology and trauma, due to operating 
defence mechanisms, such as ego-splitting (Fonagy & Target, 1996).  
 Surprisingly, empirical research has not investigated how body boundary 
awareness relates to trauma and loss experiences, and point of view in the recall of 
autobiographical memories. In this study, participants (N = 526) reported an everyday 
and dream memory, and were also given a trauma-loss and a cognitive questionnaire. 
The frequency of body boundary imagery in the written narratives of everyday 
memories and dreams was assessed with the Body Type Dictionary (BTD) (a 
computerised dictionary that calculates the frequency of semantic items categorised as 
barrier imagery and penetration imagery based on Fisher & Cleveland’s scoring 
system) (Wilson, 2006). The results indicated that all trauma and loss experiences 
combined were positively correlated with penetration imagery, and a linear regression 
analysis showed that barrier and penetration imagery in everyday memories were 
negatively related with a field perspective. The results of this study will be discussed 
drawing on psychological literature and contemporary psychoanalytical theories.  
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